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This book is dedicated to the memory of Julian Jaynes, author of “The Origin of Consciousness in the Breakdown of the Bicameral Mind”. His revolutionary ideas were the inspiration for this book.

And it is dedicated to our children and grandchildren. To them we bequeath the task of elevating love and reason above greed, hate, and fear. Only by creating flexible and inclusive nationalities, cultures, and religions will they be able to save us from ourselves. 

It is also the young who must learn true humility as a species and affirm humanity’s equality with the other branches and leaves of the tree that sustains us. Failure in this regard will soon wither the insignificant branch that nourishes us, the vainest of Gaea’s creatures. If the children of today prove more rational and compassionate than their parents, swaying on their little sprig, perhaps humanity can avoid poisoning Earth’s highest branch and deepest root.
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The life of Sadie Perkins has been tirelessly investigated by scholars far greater than I. Many years have passed, however, since the events related herein, and rather than assume that the reader is aware of Sadie Perkins’ important contributions to humanity’s survival, I begin where few have looked before, early in her youth, prior to the revelation of her Talents. Omitting nothing deemed relevant, the author attempts to document and explain the environment and politics of that turbulent era and the resultant actions of Sadie, her friends, and fellow travelers. Hopefully, this will be of particular interest to the younger reader who did not live through these harrowing times. 

Historical fiction was chosen as the vehicle for this journey, allowing this writer the freedom of logical assumption where gaps in the record exist. Yet fiction opens an edgy pit: the presumptive power to assign motive and emotion to its characters. 

Footnotes are provided for relevant factual documentation and to highlight guesses and fabrications in the narrative. Please forgive any mistakes, inconsistencies, or omissions. 

I knew Sadie Perkins. That, I hope, is sufficient justification for this undertaking.

The Author

May 2040



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1

Breakdown
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Sadie’s screams began the instant before her eyes shot open. She began screaming and didn’t stop. It wasn’t the sudden finality of a nightmare; it wasn’t simply what she awakened from - it was what she awakened to.

Mere inches away, assaulting her senses through the fence at the zoo, was a splotchy face with two misshapen eyes, huge eyes that stared boldly into her own and knifed straight through them into her brain!

As she was bundled minutes later into a straitjacket and whisked through the rear doors of the ambulance, what truly kept her screaming was the violation of her privacy at the most intimate level - to someone who has experienced neither, there is nothing to distinguish losing one’s mind from sharing it with another.

A second adolescent at the McKinley Street Zoo, a giraffe, gazed down from his small hill.

<<What have I done?>> he silently Spoke.
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Chapter 2

Busted
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It all started one innocent day before...

James Earl Perkins awakened and tiptoed to his second story bedroom door. He opened it the tiniest amount, enough to glimpse his sister’s door down the hall, the bedroom nearest the bathroom. It was hard to tell if her door was open or not.

He continued opening his door, its brass hinges oiled the prior afternoon and exercised until oil coated its surfaces. Total silence. Awesome! He lifted his right foot, clad in mega-thick, sound-absorbing L.L. Bean socks, to enter the hallway. 

Before this same foot returned to the hardwood floor, several things happened. His Fourteen-year-old sister’s door opened, the adjacent bathroom door both opened and closed, and the nonchalant figure of his younger sister disappeared within. And one other thing - Jimmy screamed in frustration.

“Sadie! You are such a jerk! C’mon! I’m faster, let me in there!”

He had a theory, or to be accurate, a hypothesis, that his sister waited by her door in the mornings, emerging from her room for that urgent first visit when alerted in some indeterminate fashion that Jimmy’s door was about to open. It didn’t seem to matter what time he set his alarm, if at all, or how quietly he opened his door.

On one joyous occasion, he reached the targeted room, door partially opened, to find his sister shamelessly perched upon her porcelain throne. With regal disdain, she glared down her nose at his unwarranted intrusion. Whatever the day, he never beat her to the upstairs bathroom and was usually forced to trudge downstairs to relieve himself rather than wait for her to finish. 

On this weekend morning, Jimmy stayed downstairs after his thwarted morning constitutional, eating his breakfast while his energetic sister showered, changed, and tumbled downstairs, eager to visit Farah, her friend next door, too eager to consider breakfast for herself.

“Look! It’s Officer K!” yelled Sadie upon opening the front door and seeing their friendly neighborhood police officer. Officer Ted Kowalski strolled down Sonoran Drive surveying the landscape, as a farmer might gaze over his fields with equal parts pride and fear for the future. Although the kitchen was in the back of the house, bathing in the brilliant morning sunshine afforded by its eastern exposure, Sadie knew her brother could still hear her - she took perverse pleasure in pressing Jimmy’s buttons.

“I don’t know why you like him so much!” scowled Jimmy, leaving the kitchen. Sadie displayed her most innocent smile as Jimmy approached. He grabbed her right arm, not to hurt or intimidate his younger sister, but with a grip firm enough to emphasize the importance of his words. He hesitated, flustered by the size and firmness of her bicep! Badminton, tennis, and the weight training required by her coaches, huh? He almost betrayed his thoughts, wanting to release her arm for a comparison squeeze of his own, but he wrestled his mind back to the task at hand.

“He’s a cop,” Jimmy lectured. “You can’t trust cops, Sadie! They have quotas. A cop has to arrest so many people a week – his quota. You don’t want to attract a cop’s attention near the end of the week, when he’s a couple arrests short!” Jimmy loved to lord it over Sadie, showing off how much he knew about everything. Then again, Sadie realized... he did know a lot of stuff, some of it useful. 

"You spend too much time on your computer, Jimmy – and you read too much,” she snorted, breaking away and running out the door. Jimmy slammed it shut behind her. 

And then she laughed, not the foolish giggling one might expect from a typical middle school girl, but full-throated laughter - communicating to all within hearing that here was a self-possessed young woman confident that all was right in the world - or easily fixed if it wasn’t.

Jimmy refused to surrender. Like their Labrador Retriever, Bones, the more his younger sister ignored him, the more excited he became. Jimmy opened the door again. “It’s almost the end of the week!” he shouted after her before another, harsher slam. 

“Good morning, Officer K!” Sadie bubbled as she approached the tall, lanky officer on the sidewalk in front of her home.

Sadie’s was an older home built prior to the regrettable metamorphosis of neighborhood into development. As nice and efficient as modern homes were, that simple name-change seemed to rob humanity from each cluster of new houses.

Ted Kowalski’s face brightened. She had that effect on most people.

“Good morning, Miss Perkins!” the officer responded. “How’s old Bones doing?” 

“Fine, sir,” she answered. 

“He stayin’ outta Miss Jones’ yard?” the officer asked.

Sadie hesitated. “Bones always has his leash now, Officer K!” Close enough! she thought to herself.

Even Bones liked Officer K - Bones, the Perkins’ dog, who hated uniforms on other people and barked long after delivery trucks turned the corner.

Officer K walked the beat every day in Sadie’s neighborhood, and he knew the residents, shopkeepers, and dogs by name. 

“Did you hear what my brother Jimmy said?” asked Sadie.

“I’m afraid not,” the officer answered.

“Well, he says you have quotas. You know, like you have to arrest so many people a week... do you?” she asked. Sadie lowered her voice. “And please forgive my brother. He means well. He’s a good person,” she added.

She pictured a macho Officer K going rogue and arresting Jimmy. In her mind, the kind officer was transformed. He pointed a smoking, pearl-handled pistol to the sky and slipped a bowie knife from his belt. Lowering his gun, he gouged a crude notch in the handle of the Colt 45, one kill-shot closer to his lifetime quota. She laughed at her imagination. 

“Well, Sadie. To be honest, there is some truth - in some Police Departments - to what your brother says.” 

“Really?” she sighed. She would rather hear that Jimmy was wrong. 

“I doubt anyone has formal, written quotas these days, but some police departments have faced allegations of having quotas.

It gets tricky, Sadie, because quotas prioritize numbers and revenue over public safety.

“Departments do track their officers’ production,” Officer K continued. “We don’t have quotas here in Goshen, but we are rated on how well we enforce the law. So, if I make no arrests and write no tickets, I won’t have this job for long and the Chief is going to suspect I’m hanging out at Goshen Doughnuts too much!”

Sadie laughed again. “Thanks! And bye, Officer K! I need to go see Farah!” She hoped he wasn’t offended by her abrupt departure, but it was difficult to escape from Officer K without a lengthy conversation. He was sometimes too friendly. Well, not too friendly, but too thorough, maybe? He loved to talk, but she liked him. Everybody did.

Grandma hobbled out the front door onto the covered porch, taking care not to spill her morning coffee as she bent over to pick up the morning paper. She placed both items on a table next to her rocking chair. Facing away from the chair, she grasped its arms behind her and lowered herself onto its cushions. 

“That man’s thinner than prison soup!” she muttered as she waved at Officer K over the porch’s white railings. 

Smiling and tipping his hat to the elderly woman, Officer K resumed his solitary stroll. Larger towns required police officers to patrol in pairs in the relative safety of police cars, but Goshen’s crime rate – low - and the budget of the Goshen Police Department – lower - meant that Goshen’s ‘finest’ worked alone and usually on foot, especially near the center of town. It made police officers less intimidating and more prone to develop healthy relationships with the people they served, driving the crime rate lower. 

Grandma rocked gently with the folded newspaper resting on her long skirts. Her eyes strayed from the officer to track her loveable granddaughter as she hopped down Sonoran Drive and poked at Farah’s doorbell on the modest house next door. 

“Hi, Sadie!” Farah shouted, seated behind her older brother, Hassan, when he answered the front door. Sadie tossed a brief, shy smile at her friend’s older brother. 

Farah was about half an inch taller than Sadie in a race, launched the previous year, to see who would be first to a height of 5’2”. Bookies would have rated the bet a toss-up – Sadie’s family was taller, on average, but Farah’s tended to mature at an earlier age.

That Saturday morning, Farah was up early watching cartoons. She ran to the door and shoved Hassan aside. 

“I have an idea - an experiment, Sadie! Come on!” which was the beginning of many of their troubles... 

“Keep it quiet, you two. I’m trying to read here,” said Hassan. And then, for the first time, the outspoken, athletic sophomore took notice of his sister’s best friend - she was getting cute! She was his sister’s friend, yes, and two grades behind him, but less than that, only a year and a half younger. It was this calculation that drove him to his next move - messing with her head. Although next door neighbors for almost 5 years, he almost never talked to her. That was about to change, he decided.

“Yo, Sadie. S’up?” he said, moving back toward the door to block Sadie’s path as Farah ran across the living room and scrambled up the stairs.

He didn’t wait for an answer. “You know, I had a dream about us the other night,” he confided in a warm, soft tone. “You and I were at this dance, and I left you there... it was unavoidable somehow, and it was awful for both of us, but you most of all. You were... it caused you serious emotional pain, Sadie.” 

With counterfeit concern, he locked eyes with the young girl. “Well, I’ve interpreted the dream. It’s science, Sadie, and we both need to confront it.” He was so relaxed! He couldn’t do this with girls his own age... or was it only this girl, he wondered?

“What are you even talking about, Hassan?”

Hassan took a long deep breath of troubled insincerity, buying time to fabricate the rest of his tale. “I’ve read up on it - Freud, Jung, Groucho Marx...” he paused again, suppressing a laugh, eyes fastened on Sadie’s. Astonishing light brown color! 

“There’s no wiggle room here. No doubt at all. What it means is that you, Sadie, have a deep-seated fear...” he paused, “of me leaving you! There, it’s out in the open! Light is the best disinfectant, Sadie.”

Seeing the astonished look on Sadie’s face, Hassan threw up his palms. “I know, I know. It’s hard to accept at first. But hear me out...” 

“Hassan! It was your dream! How could it be me that...” 

“Sadie!” Hassan interrupted. For emphasis, he started to lower his hands onto the shoulders of the younger, shorter girl, but decided against it. In time, perhaps. “Just so you know... I will never leave you, Sadie. OK? Get that out of your head. You can... fuggetaboutit,” he said, finishing the act with a passable New York mobster accent.

Sadie’s cheeks flushed red with embarrassment. Her best friend chose that moment to crash down the stairs before Sadie could respond. 

“Sadie? C’mon!” Farah insisted.

Hassan backed away, but his deep, dark eyes never left Sadie. Farah turned the corner, and this time she made sure her confused friend accompanied her up the stairs. 

Hassan laughed and picked up his book with a lopsided smile pasted on a face more accustomed to the creases of gravity.
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Chapter 3

Pardon
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“Sadie, you are a piece of work,” sighed Daddy later that same day. He leaned against the door to Sadie’s bedroom, the room she was confined to and forbidden from leaving, except for bathroom visits. The cause of her confinement was an innocent, logical, but wholly inappropriate application of the scientific method. 

Earlier that day, to protect Sadie’s arms from scratches, the girls procured a pair of rubber gloves from under Farah’s upstairs bathroom sink. Inspired by a cartoon Farah had watched that morning, Sadie was convinced to drop Scruffy, Farah’s cat, from Farah’s second story bedroom window into her kidney-shaped swimming pool. Sadie claimed to have done so ‘gently’. According to Farah, it was accomplished ‘with spin’. Whatever one chooses to believe, it was performed to test two assumptions:


1. Cats always land on their feet, and 

2. Cats can’t swim.






The experiment provided evidence that they don’t - swim or land on their feet. It also demonstrated that cats don’t have nine lives - unless poor Scruffy had already lived eight of them. 

Waiting by the pool, Farah jumped into the water to retrieve Scruffy and carry him to one of the shaded flagstone steps that led from the garage to the Amirsalari back door. Scruffy lay there, soggy, and motionless - sobering, real-life evidence to the two girls that life is temporary, that we are all mortal, that death is the necessary and logical conclusion to life.​[1]

“There are three kinds of people in this world, Gracie,” Grandma consoled her granddaughter. “Some learn by reading, and a few learn by observing others make mistakes, but it seems like most of us must pee on the electric fence before we learn anything at all! Good judgement comes from experience, my dear - and most of that is the result of bad judgement.”​[2]

Grandma was right, of course – Sadie and Farah weren’t mean girls, but they were full of energy, actively learning from mistakes. This day’s mistake left Sadie nauseous and shaken. After Grandma’s interview, she didn’t need her father’s lecture, but it was coming, regardless, and what was worse - Sadie knew that she deserved whatever punishments he might dream up.

“How could you do such a thing?” Daddy blew out a sigh. Sadie pretended to listen as he droned on, pacing across her bedroom and back again, stopping to ask her questions she couldn’t answer. She sensed it was ending when his voice dropped in volume and frequency. 

“The other problem, Sadie, is that you are now, as of this moment, officially grounded. Your Mother and I will have to decide for how long. Give me all your electronic gadgets.” He paused for effect, staring at her with eyebrows raised. Sadie looked away, guilty as charged, unable to hold his gaze.

“And as luck would have it,” he continued, “my company has given us free tickets to the zoo... for tomorrow. It was meant to be a surprise for you and Jimmy.” 

Sadie was in the obedient middle of pulling her cell phone from her pocket to present to her Dad. She stopped. “Tomorrow?” she moaned. “It has to be tomorrow?”

“Yes, Sadie. 

It sucked! Sadie loved the zoo. She also realized that she might be getting too old to admit it... 

Sadie’s older brother monitored the conversation from inside the adjacent upstairs bathroom. Listening to Daddy’s lecture was effected by leaving the bathroom door ajar, and by adopting the further precaution of squatting on the toilet seat to pee, something no self-respecting boy ever did, but it eliminated the discussion-drowning splash-echoes of the more dignified stand-up routine.

Although they had fights, Jimmy and Sadie were close. He was one protective year older, almost sixteen. Like most siblings, they had squabbles, but never any serious problems. Overall, they were fond of each other and normal enough not to admit it. 

At first, his sister’s troubles made him smile and he relished hearing her punishment. She never screwed up, while he was always guilty of something! But this time, he finished in the bathroom and barged into Sadie’s room, forgetting their disagreement over law enforcement, and also forgetting to pretend that he hadn’t been eavesdropping. 

“Aw, c’mon, Dad! Let her come! She didn’t mean it, she was only...”

“Tell that to the cat. I don’t think he’ll understand. And to Farah,” said Daddy. 

“Farah was there. She let me do it - it was her idea!” Sadie testified, realizing too late that this was an ineffective defense strategy in pursuit of the asynchronous but related goals of bedroom exit and entrance to the McKinley Street Zoo. “But we thought it was true, Dad, you know, about landing on their feet...and swimming. We never thought...”. 

‘Dad’ was good. Made her sound more mature than ‘Daddy’ and more thoughtful, but maybe not sorry enough. Like a sailboat adapting to a change in the wind, she veered smoothly to a new tack.

“Father,” Sadie declared, ever-so-slightly turning down the corners of her mouth. “I have an idea, a solution to our problem. Let Farah use my ticket. I don’t deserve to go, and it was her cat. I’ll stay home and...” 

“No, Sadie!” shouted Jimmy. “It won’t be any fun with her... without you, I mean! Please, Dad? Let her come! She’s sorry! Look at her!” 

“Enough, Jimmy! Go help your Mom make lunch,” Daddy responded, impressed at his daughter’s agility. Sadie extended her cell phone toward her Dad. It surprised him... until he remembered his demand for all her electronics. How many did she have? he wondered, as his daughter passed him a tablet and two smaller devices whose function eluded him. 

Where was this girl’s mother when he needed her? His wife, Margaret, aka Meg, was much better at issues of enforcement. If he were to pardon Sadie, Daddy knew he would end up in more trouble than the kid. His initial response – laughing at Sadie’s misadventure in front of his wife - hadn’t helped his cause, but he disliked cats, especially the one in question, for preferential treatment of Daddy’s backyard as its personal end of the food chain.

“That’s a noble idea, Sadie,” her Dad continued, rubbing his chin with the first knuckle of his index finger. He could always buy another ticket - if Sadie, as he suspected, wiggled out of it. Although the small local zoo was a decently funded, award-winning enterprise, it was rarely crowded. “Call Farah and tell her we’re leaving at 10:30 sharp.” 

“From where?” asked Sadie. 

“We’re leaving from here, of course.” Sadie suppressed a smile.

“No, Dad. Call her from where?” she asked, maintaining her sad expression... but that was a good one! It emphasized both her obedience to the sentence of confinement, and the cascading problems that would result from her Dad’s appropriation of her cell phone.

“Oh, uh... call from our bedroom. But then you march right back in here.” Sadie’s parents might have been the last folks in Goshen still paying for two traditional landlines. Daddy turned and left the confinement zone for more tranquil surrounds at the bottom of the stairs.

“You told her she could come, didn’t you?” accused Mommy when her husband showed his face in the downstairs kitchen. 

“No, as a matter of fact - Farah’s going in her place,” declared Daddy, proud of holding his ground against a formidable fourteen-year-old, conveniently forgetting that it was Sadie’s idea. 

“Aw, heck. Let little Gracie go,” advised Grandma Perkins. She insisted on using Sadie’s middle name. Grandma’s favorite Aunt was named Grace and at Sadie’s birth, Grandma lobbied long, hard, but without success for it to be Sadie’s baptismal name, as well. 

“We don’t need her moping around here all day,” continued Grandma. “She’s a good kid, give her a break. Too many cats around here anyway if you ask me. Now, dogs on the other hand...” She looked around as though she had forgotten something. “C’mere, Bones...”. The dog sidled over to her chair, bashful to receive attention he hadn’t begged for. His wagging tail and wiggling butt-end alternated sides - the tail passed his muzzle on each swing left. It seemed to lift his rear end off the floor, helping to propel him forward.

That tail must outweigh the rest of his body, Grandma figured. Beverages, especially cups of hot coffee or tea, were instinctively raised by members of the household whenever the power-tail of a happy Bones approached.

Grandma stretched down and scratched the ears of the loyal Labrador Retriever. Flopping onto his back, Bones assumed a full spread-eagle, legs wide, eyes on Grandma, eyes that were prepared to close in bliss, but Grandma failed to deliver, unable from her chair to reach his bare tummy. 

Over time, Bones had grown fondest of Grandma and the kids - not that he didn’t love Sadie’s parents, too, of course, but some of us are dog people, and some just aren’t. 

“Sadie can’t stay here alone with Grandma all day, you know. It’s Grandma’s day off and she’s not feeling all that chipper,” argued Mommy, weakening. Grandma was the kids’ caregiver after school, and all day over the summer vacation. Weekends were her own. 

After poking at her breakfast, Grandma returned to her room. Her son and daughter-in-law thought Grandma was having trouble dealing with the increasing vigor of Jimmy and Sadie. They were considering camps for the kids, and other energetic, time-consuming alternatives for the approaching summer vacation. Had she known of the plans being hatched by her son and daughter-in-law, Grandma would have resisted - the kids were what kept her going. 

“Up to you, Meg,” said Daddy, maintaining his rare position of strength in the argument, “although,” he smirked, “you undermine my status as head of the family by defying my orders in this matter.” Mommy was not fooled, nor was she meant to be, by Daddy’s bad acting.

“Right, Heffay,” she responded.​[3] “Do you think we can get another ticket?”

“You’re weak, Mommy! So weak!” Daddy pronounced. “I think I can arrange it, but you tell Sadie. Let me be the strong one this time.” 

Upstairs in her parents’ bedroom, Sadie dialed her friend’s cell phone. “Hi, Fair. You want to go to the zoo? I can’t go, but you can. Well, maybe I can, but I’m not sure yet. You want to?” 

“Sure!” Farah exclaimed, oozing fake enthusiasm. “Can I bring Scruffy?”

Although conducting the ‘experiment’ had been Farah’s idea, Sadie knew this was not the time for that argument. She wanted Farah to come, and she did feel remorse - her stomach made dizzying backflips whenever her thoughts returned to the morning’s calamity.

“C’mon Farah! You know I’m sorry!” 

“Then say it. Say you’re sorry.” 

“I already did, Farah”. 

“Then say it again.” 

“OK. I’m sorry. I’m really, really sorry. I mean it. You know I mean it, Farah. C’mon, I’m sorry. I like... liked Scruffy.” She began to tear up. For Sadie, the enormity of the day’s events continued to grow. 

Unable to sense over the phone the liquid sincerity of her friend, Farah waited, hoping for more, but Sadie couldn’t talk.

“It will be hard to look at all those animals - because I just lost one. Maybe I shouldn’t go,” said Farah. She gazed across the room at her cat’s new home, a shoebox from her Mom’s latest shopping trip buying clothes and shoes for everyone in the family but herself. Farah had poked holes in the stupid box, just in case he.... Tears came to Farah’s eyes, too, and she realized that much of her anger was avoidance – until now, she hadn’t accepted any of the blame! What was I thinking? she asked herself. 

Maybe inviting Farah hadn’t been such a great idea, Sadie thought, but she persisted. 

“Please, Farah? You’ll have fun and it will help you forget. It’s called the Healing Process, it’s good for you. We’re leaving at 10:30 tomorrow. From here,” Sadie added, a personal joke to cheer herself up. 

“Well... OK, I guess. I’ll ask. Mother! Can I go to the zoo with Sadie?” she yelled.

“Farah! You’re supposed to put the phone away from your mouth... WHEN YOU YELL!” But Farah was gone, searching for Mother. Because she was no longer listening, Sadie added a request: “And don’t bring Scruffy, OK?” 

~
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The next morning dawned crisp and clean. It was three years since her last visit to the McKinley Street Zoo. In grade school, it was her favorite place in the world, but she wasn’t that excited given the circumstances, and as she slipped out of bed and into the bathroom ahead of Jimmy (again), she decided to make the best of things. 

Sadie remained troubled by the disastrous events of the previous day. Recurring scenes played in her head where she behaved better and said to herself, “...that’s what I should have done!” Before considering breakfast, first on the agenda was a talk with Farah to short circuit the endless feedback loop and regain the trust of her friend.

Across town, Ted Kowalski threw open the doors of the police station to the warm, spring sunshine and began his rounds. He eventually strolled by the Perkins residence on Sonoran Drive where Sadie’s Dad was adjusting irrigation settings on the side of the house. They knew each other well - John Perkins was active in local politics, it was a small town, and Officer K was Officer K. Everyone knew Ted Kowalski.

“Hi, Ted.”

“Hi, John.”

“You hear the latest?” asked Officer K, pausing his tour of the district.

“What’s that?”

“Goshen is about to have its very own anti-terrorism task force!”

“Good grief,” John responded. 

“Right. You’ll probably be hearing about it.”

Sadie interrupted their talk, barging out the front door and down the porch steps.

“Hi, Officer K!” she called. Behind her, Jimmy caught the door before it closed.

“There you go again, Sadie!” Jimmy moaned. “Cops are not your friends! They arrest innocent people! They plant drugs in your house! Then they take your house and sell it - before you go to trial!” he yelled. Jimmy failed to recognize the irony - he was unafraid of being overheard by the living example of corrupt man-in-blue standing 10 feet away with his Dad. “The police get half the money... even if you’re innocent!” he finished, slamming the door.

“In Goshen?” she laughed. 

John Perkins shook his head. “Sorry Ted, I’ll have a talk with that boy. See you later.” He strode down the driveway to complete more chores before the scorching sun rose higher.

The door reopened to Grandma’s touch. She moved to her rocking chair on the shaded porch, part of her daily ritual until July heat drove everyone indoors for the balance of the summer. Sadie approached the police officer.

“Um... is that true, Officer K, what Jimmy said? Did you hear him?” Sadie asked quietly. She didn’t want her brother to know she had listened and might consider believing his wild accusations.

“Well, Sadie,” Officer Ted Kowalski began, taking his hat from his head to hold it near his waist with both hands. “I heard a little of it, and from what I did hear... it sounded like Jimmy was referring to ‘asset forfeiture’. Uh... to be honest, I’m not a big fan, either.”

That’s what Sadie liked about Officer K - he took her seriously! He didn’t act bothered or speak down to her. On the other hand, she risked exposure to a long - not necessarily boring, but potentially long – lecture on the subject. Officer K did not give simple answers. 

“Yes, and about planting evidence on innocent people and selling their houses... and getting half the money,” she answered.

“Planting evidence happens, mostly in big cities with weak leadership. Crooked cops have been known to drop unregistered guns at crime scenes to justify shooting an unarmed man. Planting drugs also happens. I’ve seen no evidence of that stuff here in Goshen but making a bust can help your career. It’s a temptation, for sure.” 

“That man’s as honest as a sinner on Sunday!” thought Grandma, listening from the porch. Officer K couldn’t help himself - the girl had asked. 

“And as for confiscation or asset forfeiture, as it’s called, it happens, especially in drug busts and mafia cases. It’s legal for authorities to seize property from criminals if that property can reasonably be assumed to have been used in or acquired through illegal activities.

“So, I hate to admit that Jimmy’s right,” he continued, “but it’s true, as well, that the defendant might win his criminal case - in other words, he might be found innocent of dealing drugs – but can’t get his property back, whatever they seized when he was arrested, like cars and homes!”

“That’s not right!” Sadie exclaimed. “They get punished before they’re convicted? It doesn’t make sense!”

“I know...” Where do kids learn this stuff, he wondered. At their age, I was reading comic books, playing baseball and basketball, pinball and video games.

Sadie’s mouth hung open in disbelief. “And when you guys sell the house, you get half the money?” she asked. 

“Well... yeah. When assets used in a crime are sold, the arresting officer’s police department shares the proceeds with the federal government. It’s an effective way to destroy gangs, like the Mafia, but it also creates a conflict of interest. And it’s an easy way for a police department to increase funding and receive favorable coverage in the local paper, which helps Police Chiefs and D.A.s get reelected. 

“So, yes Sadie... there are unethical people in law enforcement.” Officer Ted Kowalski paused. He didn’t want to overload the young girl with too much information, too much negative information. He didn’t want to make her depressed! Kids need hope for the future, and this one was enthusiastic and happy. He didn’t want that to change...

“Wow,” said Sadie. “Has... asset forfeiture... has it ever happened here?” 

“No!” the officer laughed. “Not here in Goshen! Not yet anyway!” He returned his hat to his head. “I would like to commend your brother. He is better informed than most of our citizens - or politicians!” 

“Please don’t tell him that,” Sadie begged.

Officer K laughed and removed his hat again, holding it loose in his hands, as officers do with unwelcome news. To reassure the young girl, he crouched down on one knee and aligned his face with hers. “Sadie, there are good laws and bad laws, just as there are good cops and bad cops, good doctors, and teachers - and bad ones. In my experience, there are far more good cops than bad.” 

“Yeah,” Sadie interrupted. “But there’s a big difference between a bad cop and a bad teacher: you guys have guns.” 

Seeing the surprise on Officer K’s face, she hurried to make amends. “I’m sorry. I’m just like... trying to think like my brother. When you guys, not you, Officer K, other cops... when they lose their temper, they sometimes kill people, and it seems like policemen always get away with it, you know?” 

Officer K sighed. “You have a point. Bad cops are as low as it gets. But Sadie, don’t make the mistake many people make – don’t blame the government or hate the police because they’re not perfect. Hating your government is hating democracy, which means you’re hating yourself! In a democratic system, we can change things. We can rid ourselves of bad police officers and bad doctors. We can overturn bad laws - or make them better. Good people obey the law and work within the system to ‘promote the general welfare’. So don’t hate, or whine about things – make things better!”

The officer wasn’t finished. “What I’m trying to say is that Democracy is not an achievement in the distant past – it’s alive, living or dying in the present. It requires constant care and feeding, as they say.” 

“Like marriage, huh?” quipped a straight-faced Sadie, hoping the joke might end the lecture. She was unaware of Officer K’s marital status: divorced, but constant care and feeding reminded Sadie of her parents’ verbal fights, the few that were performed within range of her hearing, and her Dad’s inevitable, subsequent apologies. They didn’t fight often, but if marriage was so much work, why did everybody do it, she wondered? Maybe for babies? To stave off loneliness? 

The tall officer stood up. “Yes. Exactly! Like marriage!” he chuckled, joined soon after by Sadie’s own laughter. She knew she shouldn’t laugh at her own joke, but she didn’t laugh first, so maybe that made it OK? She better look it up.

“Very good, Sadie Perkins. Now, with your permission, I’ve gotta get goin’. All right? See ya bye!”

“K Officer K!” Sadie answered. It amused her that the officer thought he was breaking off the conversation! 

Her thoughts were interrupted by the sound of a stubborn upstairs window. The outline of Jimmy’s head and upper torso could be traced through the screen’s black mesh, designed more for the blocking of desert sunlight than as a barrier to insects. 

“Don’t believe what he says, Sade!” he shouted, angry that she never listened to him. 

“I promise not to, bro!” she shouted back, mock saluting with the wrong hand, her left. “Because,” she mumbled, “he said you were right...” 

On the front porch, Grandma Perkins frowned in displeasure, an unfamiliar contortion of the fine wrinkles etched on her face. “Put a lid on it, Jimmy!” she yelled up toward the window. How much had Grandma heard? wondered Sadie. 

Grandma looked down from the porch at her granddaughter. “Pay no attention, girl. An empty bucket makes the most racket. And remind me to talk to that boy, OK?” Hating cops in such an open manner was not healthy for a young boy. 

“K, Grandma.” Sadie ran to Farah’s house next door. It was almost time to leave for the zoo!
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Chapter 4

The McKinley Street Zoo
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The parking lot of the McKinley Street Zoo was large enough for about 10 cars, so most visitors didn’t bother checking the lot, circling the adjoining streets instead until a spot opened. It was inconvenient, but few complained. There hadn’t been so many cars or people when the town sprouted from the desert sand. And besides, parking lots were unattractive on a downtown street. As they left their car for the trek to the zoo’s entrance, the parking situation reminded Jimmy of something he had recently read.  

“You know what, Sade,” Jimmy confided to his sister, “there won’t be very many parking lots or garages in a few years. Cities will look different. We won’t buy cars in the future - electric, self-driving taxis are going to be cheaper than dirt! We won’t need to buy cars!” 

“Pick up your feet Jimmy!” said Margaret Perkins before turning to her husband. “He goes through sneakers in no time,” she explained. “He’s always dragging his feet!” 

Filing Jimmy’s predictions in her brain’s ‘for what it’s worth’ category, Sadie changed the subject. “Thanks for the backup, Jimmy,” said Sadie. “With Daddy. It helped.” 

“That was nothing. But you were awesome! How do you do it?” Jimmy wondered. He had none of his sister’s ability to manipulate their parents. 

“It’s easy for me, Jimmy, cuz I’m not the eldest. The eldest child, that’s you shit-head,” explained Sadie, skipping away from Jimmy’s mock-punch to a shoulder, “tries to please his parents. I’m the baby! They want to please me! So, I make it easy for them!”

Farah tagged along behind. “What’s uglier, Sadie, a rhino or a hippo?” she asked.

“Rhino,” said Sadie. “Hippos are cute.” 

“What’s uglier,” asked Jimmy, “a rhino or a javelina?” 

“What’s a javelina?” asked Farah.

“Ugly!” laughed Jimmy. “C’mon, I’ll show you...” and they raced ahead of the adults to find one. Javelinas were wild, pig-like mammals of the American Southwest. Unchecked, they thrived on the outskirts of urban areas and the many golf courses. How could Farah live in Arizona without knowing what a javelina was, thought Jimmy.​[4] She needed to get out more often!

After seeing both creatures, it was unanimous - javelinas were uglier (except for the babies). Moving on, they scarfed down hotdogs, juice, and at Daddy’s insistence, pink cotton candy. 

“Pink is the only respectable color for cotton candy,” he preached, emptying his wallet at the food stand. Leaving Daddy behind, they balanced food and drinks on their way to an open bench against the giraffe enclosure. They quit talking to eat.

While chewing, Sadie read to herself from the sign on the fenced border between human and animal domains: 


The word “Giraffe’ is derived from the Arabic word “Zarafah”, meaning “One who walks with Grace”.





That’s funny, thought Sadie. <<My name is Grace!>> Sadie Grace Perkins, she said to herself – or at least she thought she’d been speaking to herself.

Why did they capitalize the “G’ in grace? she wondered. If they were capitalizing first letters shouldn’t they capitalize all the ‘W’s? Weird, she thought. She read further:


A group of Giraffes is called a tower. Other herds graze near Giraffes, whose great height and keen eyesight allow them to detect danger long before others, conferring upon the Giraffe the title: Sentinel of the Savanna.





Beyond the sign, she picked out one giraffe, a young “Zarafah” atop the small hill. He sure looked funny, goofy almost, but he managed to be graceful, too, she realized as the “Zarafah” separated from his “tower” and ambled down the slope. How did he keep his balance on those impossible long sticks that pretended to be legs? 

She looked at her friend. “Fair-afah,” she said smiling.

“Don’t ever call me ‘Fair-afah’,” Farah kidded back. 

They laughed and pushed each other.

“Mother giraffes,” Jimmy informed between bites of hot dog, “give birth standing up. The babies land on their feet when they’re born. They do,” he repeated in response to a frown from Sadie, “the mother drops ‘em from 6 feet in the air and they land standing up.” 

“They do not, Jimmy!” said Farah. She was right, but then, so was Jimmy, mostly. Baby giraffes drop from a height of 5 to 6 feet. They do not land on their feet but stand up less than an hour after birth in most cases.

“Wanna bet? Just cause your cat couldn’t...” 

“Jimmy!” screamed Mother, standing several steps away but close enough to hear. “Stop that this instant! One more word about that poor cat and we are going home – all of us!” 

Without warning, a strange tingling climbed from inside Sadie’s chin. It spread up each side of her lower jaw to a spot behind her eyes, just inside each ear. Startled, she looked away from her family and friend toward the giraffes – they were looking at her! There were dozens of other people around that they could have chosen, but for some reason they were all... not just looking, they were staring... at her, Sadie Grace Perkins! 

“Jimmy! Farah!” she yelled, grabbing her brother’s shoulder. “<<Look!>>” But before they could react, the giraffes turned away. The tingling receded. 

“What?” said Jimmy.

“Oh... it’s gone,” she said, unsure if she should explain. The visual evidence was no longer there, but the feeling in her head lingered.

They wandered through the zoo the rest of the afternoon, gawking at animals, reading signs, accepting food without fail when offered by her parents, and having a wonderful time in general, as kids will do when outside in nice weather, even without the added stimulus a zoo can provide. 

“Sadie! Look! The antelopes!” shouted Farah.

“Wow!” replied Sadie. The antelopes bounded across their fenced-in yard, leaping in excitement over bushes and boulders. Their antics continued until a modified golf cart arrived with their dinner. The driver leaped from his seat to the back of the cart to scatter an assortment of grasses and leaves onto the ground. He enjoyed this part of his job. 

“It’s the Antelope Food Man! They knew they were going to be fed!” Sadie proclaimed. But she had the odd feeling that she had known, too! And what was happening to her grammar? Did she just say, ‘Antelope Food Man’? 

“You think?” asked Jimmy. “I bet they get fed the same time every day.” 

“Whatever,” Sadie replied, trying to shake the feeling. It didn’t really matter, did it? 

“Kids! We’re leaving now!” interrupted Mommy. You wait here while Daddy gets the car. He’ll pick us up out front. I’m going to the Ladies Room.” 

“Me, too!” echoed Jimmy. 

Farah stifled a laugh. “Good idea,” she said. “C’mon, Sadie!”

“Not me. I’m tired!” Sadie’s exhaustion, more mental than physical, convinced her to lie down on the nearest bench and watch giraffes while she waited. What an interesting day, she thought... and before she knew it, she slept. 

Three minutes later, she woke up – screaming.
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Chapter 5

Revelation
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Successful people tend to be taller than average. There are exceptions, of course, but Napoleon Bonaparte, who conquered most of the western world, is not one of them. At his autopsy he was measured at 5 feet 2 inches, but the measurement was in French “pieds de roi”, or “king’s feet”. In English feet that converts to a respectable 5 feet 6 ½ inches, taller than average for his day. The myth of Napoleon Bonaparte’s short stature owes its existence to: 

1. France’s envious, hostile neighbor to the west, England, 

2. the nasty, inaccurate English newspapers of the day 

3. lazy journalists that were bad at mathematics and

4. the large feet of the French King.

Sadly, all except the last remain true to this day. 

Rather than looking at Napoleon, let’s consider other examples of great success by those of small stature. Most experts agree that if Genghis Khan, standing 5 feet 1 inch tall, traveled 600 years into the future, he would have pulverized Napoleon’s armies – despite having inferior weaponry. The first man in space, Yuri Gagarin, was a mere 5 feet 2 inches.

And Mahatma Gandhi, arguably the greatest man of the last century, was 5 feet 3 inches and a scant 100 pounds (when not fasting in protest to English rule and globalization). Pound for pound, Gandhi was the greatest fighter in recorded history, defeating the world’s greatest superpower without lifting a single, nonviolent finger! 

It should be noted that Jesus is believed to have been taller than Gandhi, probably weighed more, and lost badly to the Romans (at least during his short layover on Earth). Granted, Jesus did conquer Rome 400 years after his death.

Unlike the examples above, size is, as one might expect, a strong indicator of social status among giraffes. At birth, Knobby was unremarkable, even somewhat small for a male giraffe and although height is a significant factor in determining one’s placement in the giraffe hierarchy, it is not all-important. Knobby grew and was soon large enough that no member of the McKinley Street Tower considered him ‘small’. 

And because individuals with high status are believed by others to be taller than they are, even if Knobby was the shortest giraffe at the McKinley Street Zoo, the Tower would still have considered him tall - because those blessed with only a modest fraction of Knobby’s capabilities are bestowed with the greatest imaginable status in every species across the animal kingdom.

Many people believe giraffes are mute. They are quiet but can make a variety of mewing and bleating noises that sound strange to the human ear. Cows bellow for lost calves and courting bulls make a rough coughing noise to attract females. But as in most species in the animal realm, some giraffes are born with another, more effective method of communication.

It was on one rainy day in late fall that a small sampling of Knobby’s gifts became clear to his Tower. Almost a yearling, Knobby was sprinting across the uneven, muddy ground of the yard, watched by his protective mother. He mewed, happy to be alive, when his romp was interrupted for some serious schooling in the immutable laws of the natural world - he fell. 

Legs and mud sailed through the air in all directions as the young giraffe half-slid, half-rolled into an uncoordinated, squalling heap. For five long seconds, Knobby lay still, too shocked to react. 

For most animals, falling to the ground is a simple part of growing up, a learning experience, usually no big deal, but for a giraffe, with a head far from the ground, perched on a neck designed to optimize reach (but that also maximizes the opportunity for whiplash), and slender legs of great length, a fall entails a triple threat – a concussion, leg fracture, or broken neck - any one of which can prove fatal. 

Fortunately, what Knobby did receive involved none of the above. However, secretly lurking in his brain, some organic switch was activated by the fall - with deafening results. 

<<WWWAAAAAAAAAAHHHHHHH!>> Knobby wailed. 

The entire Tower winced. Not from any audible sound - any sound detectable by the ears - but from a very different transmission. Without moving lips or oscillating vocal cords, infant Knobby assaulted the inner ear of all his fellow giraffes. Or rather, he assaulted the section of the brain that receives such broadcasts. In this case, the “noise” was annoying, non-stop, infantile, and unintelligible.​[5]

The sight of her child crashing to the ground prompted an immediate, anguished dash by Knobby’s mother to reach her toddler, but the sound of his piercing wail, Knobby’s silent Speaking of pain and fear, soon transformed his mother’s reckless run into a slow, confused jog, which mutated further into an exquisite, high-stepping prance!

That transmission of pain was not a normal cry! She had Heard it! It could mean only one thing! Her son was a Speaker! No mother could be more honored! The eyes of the herd moved in reverence from Child to Mother - she had bequeathed a Speaker to the Tower! 

The mother’s prideful reaction lasted no longer than seconds - fear returned, re-doubled in scope! Was the new Speaker, so soon after elevation... was he damaged by the fall? Was it permanent, perhaps fatal? Could the Gods be so cruel?

With tears streaming from her eyes and obscuring her vision, she inspected his legs - they appeared straight where required and bent in the proper places. His head must be undamaged, or her precious son would not express his suffering in so strenuous a manner! Were he now silent, she consoled herself, then into life’s fabric these tragic tears would forever be woven.

She then remembered the requirements of etiquette - her duty to soothe Knobby, to silence her child, and spare the Tower (his Tower someday) further abuse. 

Her head reached down to Knobby. His eyes lifted to hers – and time stopped. The young mother’s universe recoiled upon itself and expanded back to Knobby, until it contained only Mother and beloved child in a wondrous circle of purity and love. She Spoke to her fortunate son. It was Good, and he was calmed, for it has ever been true that Speakers Hear their subjects, and the most beautiful words ever Heard are those expressing a mother’s love. And through this language new to them both, Knobby’s muscles relaxed. Returning his head to the earth, he slept in blessed harmony.

~ 
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Each generation, in almost every tower, one calf is born with the ability to Speak, but never more than one. And Speaking is accompanied by the ability to Hear other members of the tower. So, in this respect, all who can Hear are Speakers when conversing with a Speaker. It is not mind-reading, as early researchers assumed. Speakers Hear those to whom they Speak and the thoughts and emotions that are transmitted in response. Speakers may choose not to listen, but they do Hear. 

Speakers may command others to Speak, and what is Spoken in return is the Truth, or at least the Truth as it is known by the individual who is Speaking. Lying has been attempted but it is most often impossible, and at the very least, quite painful to its practitioner. And it is ineffective as well because Speaking is Truth telling, and Speakers can usually sense the Truth or its absence in the thoughts expressed by others. 

In the kingdom of social animals, all members of a group can Hear when blessed with a Speaker, and generations without a Speaker can spell doom for a herd, gaggle, or flock. 

The Insect Family is strong in this regard, with universal Hearing and swarms that are never without a Speaker. Many insect societies have evolved to the point where a colony need not await the birth of a new Speaker to fill a vacancy. They can convert an existing member into a Speaker in short order. 

When communicating with each other, non-Speaking giraffes are limited to the audible sounds of mewing, spitting, and coughing that humans can observe and partially understand. These sounds are significant and convey meaning for giraffes, but they lack Speaking’s richness and subtlety. Speaking allows the instantaneous movement of more complex thoughts, information, and ideas from a Speaker to his or her subjects and from a subject back to his or her Speaker. 

Social animals crave interaction with others - they seek to understand and be understood. The inevitable elevation of Speaker to the position of Eldest in the herd, at the top of the social hierarchy, is the result of a Speaker’s unique ability to understand others, to satisfy their genetic need to communicate with others.

Non-social animals have no herds, no social life, and no Speakers. They live solitary lives, often interacting with others of their kind only during mating season. Using the simplest of communications, these species need no Speaker. “Get off my territory!” or “Get away from my mate!” are expressed by methods both physical and effective. No Speaker, however eloquent his words, can improve upon the deep understanding conveyed by a well-placed bite, sting, kick, or headbutt.

In organized social animal societies with an effective Speaker, physical altercations over mating sometimes occur. But without excelling in the more physical arts of persuasion, even a small male Speaker need not be adept at poetry to excel in the communication of “Be my mate!” It is instinctual. For the benefit of the species, no potential mate can refuse, and no alternative suitor will challenge a Speaker desiring to couple. It is necessary for the Speaker of a tribe to transfer his or her gift to future generations. 

The Speaking trait is not a sex-linked gene. Female Speakers, although less common in most species, have their choice of mates, but in some societies extreme care must be taken by Speech-endowed females to remain aloof and separate, Speaking privately, for fear that all males in Hearing distance might fixate on her, and damage the health of the species by reducing the total number of offspring and the variety of traits in the gene pool.​[6] When the potential mate is the most desirous mate of all - a female Speaker - jilted suitors may choose not to mate, and the overpowering physical expressions of “Stay away from my mate!” might result in needless deaths.

Knobby, however, was a young male, a social animal, and a Speaker. The tower was proud to have a new Speaker and relieved of its worry at having been without one for so long.
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Chapter 6

The Crossing
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Within days of his First Speaking, Knobby confounded the herd for a second time. Upon discovering his Voice, Knobby fell in love with his new toy, as children will do, and saw no reason to stop exercising it despite the heroic efforts of his mother to limit the public nuisance it soon became. 

Although uncomfortable, no one in the Tower complained. Mother sought by various means to control Knobby’s attacks on the senses of others. Whispering in his ear worked best, both aloud and with Voice, for then Knobby would answer in kind, and only those nearest Mother and Child were subjected to Knobby’s transmissions.

It was in the late summer of that year, on a quiet weekday morning with wondrous puffs of cumulus clouds gliding eastward in the blue Arizona sky. Knobby was feeling his oats. Scampering away from his anxious mother to the fence nearest the antelopes, he skidded to a stop in a perfect four-point stance and silently bellowed, Speaking his pure, infinite pleasure at being young, a Giraffe, and a Speaker! Involuntarily, all giraffe eyes turned toward Knobby, failing to mask their mild irritation. They saw beyond Knobby into the adjacent pen. There, the faces of their antelope neighbors were also turned toward the young giraffe, faces frozen in surprise!

Each animal across both yards, and others unseen throughout the zoo were having the same thought! Was it possible? A Cross-Speaker? The “oral” histories passed down by Speakers in every herd, from generation to generation, in every species, tell of a Speaker born once in a hundred generations, a glorious Speaker born with the ability to speak across the boundaries that separate different cultures of the animal kingdom.

Both herds remained paralyzed, unwilling or unable to believe their senses until an old female antelope emerged from her thatch hut in the antelope pen. Watched by the expectant Tower and herd, the antelope elder passed under a twisted Aleppo pine that leaned down the incline. She covered the distance with slow, painful strides to the fence nearest Knobby. 

<<You Speak, too, my young child? Do you?>> the antelope Speaker intoned. Both herds remained motionless, riveted to the scene before them. 

Finally, the antelope elder was answered - with pure nonsense-Speak from the infant giraffe. 

<<FMMAAAHHHH!>>

But it was enthusiastic nonsense, Heard by all! The antelopes leaped in the air and charged into each other. Not to be outdone, the giraffes merged with swaying necks and torsos in graceful celebration.

Also witnessing the remarkable scene, but unable to Hear its cause, were two dumbfounded workers. One fumbled unhitching a radio from his belt to summon a distant superior. The two men continued to stare, but long before anyone with an advanced degree and questionable common sense could reach the area to observe and attempt to quantify this phenomenon - something they could not understand - the animals quieted down. When he finally arrived, the zoologist smiled, nodded his head, and dismissed the claims of the lowly workers. He noted that the animals appeared to be exhausted, more passive than usual given the time of day and mild temperatures.

~
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“You’re perfect for this assignment, Kowalski,” the Chief explained. “You know the streets, you know the people, you know the city of Goshen. Exactly what they asked for...” 

“It’s stupid, Frank. This is a small town, not a city. And you know I don’t get along with Feds. They’re a bunch of condescending, know-it-all desk jockeys. Pencil-necked paper pushers. They’re tilting at windmills, Chief.” 

“Tilting at windmills, huh? Who’s the know-it-all now, Kowalski?” 

“I know that Don Quixote was near-sighted and thought windmills were dragons, and I know that the Feds are attacking imaginary enemies like he was.” 

“And why ‘tilting’, Doctor Science?” 

“Well, you see,” answered Officer K, “knights back then carried their jousting spears vertically, but when they charged a foe, they tilted their sticks toward the horizontal. Thus, “tilting” ...and the Feds they send out here will be full-tilt Bozos,” he added. “And you know it, Chief!”

“Thanks for the education, Professor K,” his agitated Chief answered. “That was stated like a true, over-educated desk jockey! You should get along quite well with our colleagues from Washington. You are on the task force, whether you like it or not, Kowalski! Now get outta here!” He pretended to study the items on his desk, books and stacks of paper piled high on every available surface. Ted Kowalski could drive him crazy at times, but the Chief knew that the guy turning to leave his office was the best cop on the force, maybe the best he’d ever met. 

“And Kowalski,” his voice became softer, but remained stern, “you will cooperate fully. Am I understood?” 

“Yes, Sir,” answered Kowalski. “You know I will, but there will never be a terrorist incident in this little burg, and you know it. It’s a waste of our time - and taxpayer money.” 

“That will be enough!” bellowed his superior officer before Kowalski hurried out. Why does my best officer have to be such a pain in the butt? If he knew the political crap I put up with! And with that dismal thought his anger boiled into physical release as he swept papers, two books, and an open binder from the surface of his desk into the air and across his already untidy office.
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Chapter 7

Carnivore


[image: ]




Knobby continued to mature, growing each day, filling into his lanky frame and new-found powers. Like most of his friends, Knobby avoided one area, the partial side of the giraffe enclosure where the McKinley Street lions could view the giraffes. It was considered a healthy dose of African-like reality for the lions. There was a hundred-yard stretch of fencing where the big cats could run with the giraffes, and other sections of fence that paralleled the antelope and wildebeest pens. Between the fences, a narrow maintenance road further separated the predators from their prey.

One day, Knobby was romping with his best friend, Jalu, a young bull foaled the same season. 

“And now,” Jalu Spoke during a short pause in their play, “Jalu the Great shall defeat the evil renegade Knobby, expelled from his Tower for misdeeds too numerous to count!” 

Knobby focused all his attention fighting the larger Jalu. They locked their short horns and nipped each other’s ears in friendly mock-combat as they danced across the side of the pen adjacent to the antelopes. Knobby reacted to a feint toward his legs, but Jalu instead slammed his neck against Knobby’s torso, an unanticipated move that crashed Knobby’s side into the fence separating the Giraffes from another herbivorous neighbor, the Wildebeest. 

Momentarily stunned, Knobby angled his head and neck across his body to regain his balance near the corner of the pen.

Beyond the corner was the fence that separated him from animals that did not share with giraffes and wildebeests the benefits of a plant-based cuisine. Turned as he was, his eyes could not avoid what lurked there – dozens of crouching figures stalked him, the eyes of every lioness locked on his neck.

Seen by their prey, the lions froze, tails straight behind. Stunned, Knobby bleated in fear and dashed back toward the safety of his mother. 

<<Knobby! Why do you run? The lions cannot reach us!>> Jalu bleated, mocking Knobby for his fearful reaction. Few could conceive of addressing a Speaker in such a manner, but the two giraffes were close friends since birth, and youth inclines toward defiance of established societal norms. Jalu didn’t know any better.

Knobby flinched at the insult, stopped his flight, and spun back toward his friend. <<I am not afraid, Jalu! I simply do not like what the Lions are saying! I am a Speaker, you know! You would not understand, though, would you? Would you like to Hear what they said about you?>>

Seeing the lions was bad enough. How could Jalu know what Hearing them was like? It was a potent mixture, equal parts fear and shame, which had Knobby visibly shaking. Tears clouded his juvenile eyes.

What he had Heard! The Lions’ Speaker and several other members of the pride had Spoken to Knobby! Not simply verbalizing but fully conveying directly into the brain of the young Giraffe their desires, their intense memories of tearing flesh and crushing bones! If it were possible, Knobby would freely at that moment have given his Gift to Jalu, certain that Cross-Speakership was not worth the emotions it provoked.

In his unsettled state, Knobby Spoke widely, or loudly had it been the physical kind of speaking. His mother and others of the Tower were well within range of his heated argument with Jalu.

<<What did you Speak, my son?>> asked Knobby’s mother, dumbfounded, dropping the leaves wrapped around her tongue and staring at her boy. Many times had she counted her blessings, proud beyond measure to have birthed such an unusual, wondrous calf. But this? 

<<What did you Speak?>> she repeated, approaching her son. 

<<Only that I do not like what the Lions said about me - and about Jalu, too, Mother! It is nothing though. I can withstand it...>> he stated, standing taller. He was, after all, their Speaker. He could learn to Speak with Lions, as well. Didn’t he already Speak with Giraffes, and Antelopes, and Wildebeests, and the Lizard that sometimes Spoke to him on warmer days from somewhere inside the Reptile House? 

<<Remain here, my Son,>> his mother ordered before galloping across the yard.

Not understanding the implications of what had transpired, Jalu made a decision. He sensed that something serious was afoot. Since her capture in the wild, Knobby’s mother rarely ran. And all this attention on him and Knobby... they must be in trouble! Exactly what was happening, he couldn’t guess, but no one told him to stay! It was time to seek out other male friends, or a quiet spot as far away as the pen permitted.

Knobby remained in place, confused and worried. What had he done? When his mother returned, she was accompanied by the entire Tower.

Knobby lowered his eyes and spread his front legs wide. Not as wide as required to drink from a lake or stream, a giraffe’s most vulnerable position, but wide enough to show respect - for at the head of the congregation, walking alongside his mother, was LongNeck.

<<Hello, my Eldest.>> 

<<Hello, Knobby. Your Mother is concerned and insisted that I Speak with you. Explain what has happened, young one,>> LongNeck commanded.

<<I was Spoken to by our meat-eating neighbors,>> replied Knobby. <<It was awful, and I reacted badly, Eldest. It will not happen again.>>

<<My Eldest?>> asked Knobby’s mother of LongNeck. <<Has this ever...>> 

<<Shhh!>> interrupted LongNeck. <<Let the boy finish! And what did they say to you, Knobby?>> 

To Knobby it seemed like nothing, but there was no precedent in their oral histories. Communication between plant-eating herbivores and their natural enemies, the flesh-eating carnivores, had never occurred! What would be the purpose?

“I’m coming to eat you now,” the lion would say. 

“OK,” the giraffe might respond. “I’m going to run away now.” 

Natural enemies sharing their thoughts? No, it would serve no earthly purpose for hunter or prey. As diplomats know, communication is the best antidote for warfare. In a similar vein, a lion speaking with his food might reduce tensions and generate compassion, a sense of kinship between predator and prey. The lion’s awareness might increase. He might gain more knowledge of his place in the natural order of the universe, and his intellectual life might improve - but he would also starve - or consumed with guilt, drive himself insane!

In corresponding fashion, the survival rate would be low for a giraffe Cross-Speaking within range of a carnivore. Upon Hearing his prey, it would be unlikely indeed for a carnivore to engage in further conversation before arriving uninvited for dinner - which explains why the Talent was rare, if it had ever occurred at all. A calf must live to maturity to spawn more calves. 

Knobby stood taller, quelling his fears. <<They Spoke of running, and leaping, and riding me to the ground, of ripping our flesh. Jalu and me... They Spoke of crushing our bones to... to...>> Knobby faltered. An intense, unreasoning fear returned to his Voice. 

<<Please continue when you are ready, young Speaker,>> said LongNeck.

<<They Spoke...>> Knobby resumed, <<of crushing our bones, in their jaws, crushing them to... to reach the sweet marrow inside!>> finished Knobby. His head drooped to the ground. 

Attuned to the tension pulsing from their neighbor’s yard, the antelopes and wildebeests mobilized against the fences, hypnotized by Knobby’s account. None had considered that their bones might be sweet. Sweet like the greenest grasses? 

<<You need show no shame, my son. Please demonstrate your Talent.>> 

<<But how, my eldest?>> stammered Knobby, unsure what Talent he was referring to. His ability to arouse the Lions’ hunger? Surely, that was a Talent he shared with everyone present! 

LongNeck pondered Knobby’s question. <<Which of the lions is their Speaker? Request that he place his front paws on the fence. That should suffice.>>

<<I believe it is a her, my Eldest.>> LongNeck’s head pulled back in surprise.

The reluctant Knobby limped back toward the predators’ fence and stopped where the three enclosures came together, and the access roads in between ended in one three-sided, concrete column.

Knobby hesitated, looking for support toward some equally frightened wildebeests. The lions, no longer frozen, focused their attention on Knobby, who licked his lips above two, quivering front legs, afraid his Speaking Voice would crack and  betray his fear to all present. As the lions, antelopes, and wildebeests listened, Knobby finally Spoke. 

<<Oh, Lion. Greatest of Hunters. May I ask a small favor?>> 

Of all the animals Hearing Knobby’s pronouncement, only the lions were unimpressed that Knobby could Speak across the gulf between species and the even larger chasm between carnivore and herbivore. It was apparent to all that Lions had no oral history granting a Speaking Giraffe any role in their future. Or perhaps a lifetime punctuated with repeated acts of violence requires a disregard for the future, an ability to ignore the consequences of one’s actions. 

Unlike her aroused female companions, the Speaker of the Lions was resting her head on the massive shoulders of a large male. She lifted her head, rose to her feet, stretched her powerful legs, front then back, and walked to the fence. Sharp, astonished intakes of breath could be heard from the lungs of the three plant-eating species. Was Zarafah Heard by the Lioness Speaker? Or was it coincidence that the Lioness stood when the young giraffe Spoke? 
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